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ENTERED AS SECOND CLASS MATTER JULY 2B 1 9 2 0  AT THE POST OFFICE AT IOWA CITY IOWA
UNDER THE ACT OF AUGUST 24 1912
THE PURPOSE OF THIS MAGAZINE
T h e  P a l im p s e s t , issued monthly by the State 
Historical Society of Iowa, is devoted to the dis­
semination of Iowa History. Supplementing the 
other publications of this Society, it aims to pre­
sent the materials of Iowa History in a form that 
is attractive and a style that is popular in the best 
sense—to the end that the story of our Common­
wealth may be more widely read and cherished.
B e n j . F. Sh a m b a u g h
S u p e r in te n d e n t
THE MEANING OF PALIMPSESTS
In early times palimpsests were parchments or 
other materials from which one or more writings 
had been erased to give room for later records. 
But the erasures were not always complete; and 
so it became the fascinating task of scholars not 
only to translate the later records but also to 
reconstruct the original writings by deciphering 
the dim fragments of letters partly erased and 
partly covered by subsequent texts.
The history of Iowa may be likened to a pal­
impsest which holds the records of successive 
generations. To decipher these records of the 
past, reconstruct them, and tell the stories which 
they contain is the task of those who write history.
PRICE—10c per copy: $1 per year: free to members of Society 
ADDRESS—The State Historical Society Iowa City Iowa
»
The Palimpsest
E D I T E D  BY J O H N  ELY B R I G G S  
Vo l . XV Is s u e d  in O c t o b e r  1 9 3 4  No .  lO
C O P Y R I G H T  1 9 3 4  B Y T H E  S T A T E  H I S T O R I C A L  S O C I E T Y  O F  I O W A
The Background
“No wonder the Indian didn’t want to leave 
this country!”
This was the natural and almost involuntary 
remark frequently made by both workman and 
visitor during the twelve weeks of the summer of 
1934, when we toiled on the terraces of the 
Oneota in an endeavor to uncover and read the 
story of Iowa’s earliest history. Oneota, the 
Indians called the river that bends and turns 
through the rugged northeastern corner of Iowa, 
and Oneota it would be to-day, except for some 
accident of name-giving that caused it to appear 
on our maps as the Upper Iowa. In a setting 
beautiful beyond description, its broad high ter­
races were favorite home sites of the first inhabi­
tants of Iowa.
The glory of the Oneota Valley is spread out 
with dramatic suddenness as one drives north­
west from Waukon on Primary Road 13 and 
reaches the top of the four-mile slope that leads
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downward to the river. Many a driver will here 
pull over to the side of the highway and use his 
eyes for a while. In front of him forested ravines 
and prairie ridges drop away to the river gorge, 
and beyond this they rise again to meet the hills 
of Minnesota. Far to the west a great bend of 
the Oneota is partially hidden among the rugged 
hills of Winneshiek County, on the highest of 
which the morning sun throws into clear relief 
the east facade of a distant church. Twenty 
miles to the east one can see on a clear day the 
opening between the great bluffs where the Upper 
Iowa reaches the Mississippi, and beyond the 
Great River the view is finally closed by the 
masses of the Wisconsin hills. Or occasionally, 
if the temperature has dropped suddenly during 
the night, both valleys may contain banks of fog 
which writhe and roll, while the green hills tower 
above.
Arriving at the New Galena bridge, one may 
travel either up or down the Oneota and discover, 
soon enough, good reasons why the Indians 
chose to live here. The high river terraces, or 
“benches" as the local people call them, nearly 
level on top, were ideal as locations for Indian 
villages. There is no need to theorize about such 
a usage. Since the time when the white man's 
plow first turned its furrows on these fertile ter­
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races, every one of them has been producing, even 
to the present day, the evidences of early human 
occupation: fireplace stones; flint chips and flakes, 
as well as finished chipped implements; fragments 
of pottery; stones fashioned for grinding, cutting, 
and polishing; clam-shell fragments of many sizes 
and varieties; the bones of many species of mam­
mals, birds, and fishes; occasionally an implement 
or an ornament of bone, shell, or copper. Nearly 
every farmer in this valley has a little collection 
of such things, and for more than half a century 
collectors from Iowa and Minnesota have here 
sought the treasures that gradually filled up their 
cabinets of curiosities.
Among the first of these collectors, and for­
tunately for Iowa the most careful of them all 
in his methods of collecting, and the most gifted 
of all in those instincts that prompt not only the 
collecting of specimens, but the preservation in 
written records of those facts that should accom­
pany the specimens, was and is Mr. Ellison Orr 
of Waukon. With the training of both scientist 
and civil engineer, Mr. Orr began in the late 
seventies to devote his spare time and energies 
to the village sites and other antiquities of the 
Oneota and to make plats of the numerous earthen 
enclosures and groups of Indian mounds that 
stood on the terraces and bluff tops of the Oneota
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and the neighboring terraces and bluffs of the Mis­
sissippi. For some sixteen years it has been the 
writer’s privilege to know Mr. Orr and to study 
his collection of some four thousand specimens, 
the catalogue that records their origin, and the 
manuscript volumes of descriptions, photographs, 
and drawings that further explain and illustrate 
the archaeology of the Upper Iowa and its imme­
diate environment.
When the opportunity came this last spring to 
conduct archaeological explorations in Iowa on a 
scale not heretofore possible, the previous work 
of Mr. Orr pointed clearly to the valley of the 
Upper Iowa as the place where the digging tools 
should be put in motion. With the organization 
of the Iowa State Planning Board, with F E R A 
support as an important item of its equipment, 
men became available for the heavy work of ex­
cavation. The first years of the Iowa archaeo­
logical survey had necessarily been limited mainly 
to a State-wide search for the archaeological sites. 
Now there was an opportunity to look beneath 
the surface of things and do an intensive bit of 
work. Allamakee County, with its mysterious 
Oneota and its many miles of majestic Mississippi, 
became inevitably the scene of our labors.
In the first place, study of Mr. Orr’s collection 
and the accompanying records (title to these hav­
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ing been passed by deed of gift to the State His­
torical Society of Iowa in 1933), as well as trips 
to the numerous mounds and ancient village sites 
of the Upper Iowa Valley, revealed a rich and 
complex archaeology that challenged, indeed de­
manded, solution. Further, the availability of Mr. 
Orr himself as guide, adviser, and assistant in a 
region where, as scientist, he had long since 
located the archaeological sites and made so much 
progress in the study of their surface conditions, 
where also, as engineer, he had become familiar 
with nearly every section and quarter-section 
marker in the entire valley, made easy the decision 
as to where the summer’s work should be. It is 
necessary then to take a closer look at the terraces 
of the Upper Iowa as the background of a season’s 
work and to consider their advantages as home 
sites for the early men of Iowa.
Although lying from sixty to seventy feet above 
the flood plain of the present Oneota, the benches 
of this picturesque little river are true terraces, 
built up of sand and gravel, the great deposits of 
a once mighty stream that issued thousands of 
years ago from a melting glacier and filled from 
wall to wall the tortuous valley that led eastward 
to the even mightier Mississippi. As the valley 
itself is seldom more than half a mile in width at 
the flood-plain level, the benches are modest
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areas ranging all the way from mere remnants 
clinging to the hillsides up to terraces of forty or 
more acres each. After the decay of plant growths 
for a number of millennia, the upper two or three 
feet of these great sandbars became a rich sandy 
loam. Even richer became the deep alluvium in 
the flood plain below. Both were available as 
home sites, or fields for the cultivation of corn 
and other native crops by the Indians, and proof 
there is that they made much of them.
In time most of the valley walls assumed 
gentler slopes and became covered with heavy 
forest; some remained as vertical cliffs of sand­
stone and limestone; slopes exposed to the full 
rays of the sun took on a prairie covering or grad­
ually became spotted over with red cedar and 
masses of low-lying juniper. In shaded areas 
shrubs of amazing variety took firm hold, many 
of these furnishing edible fruits or nuts: high- 
bush cranberries, raspberries, blackberries, choke 
cherries, wild cherries, plums, crab-apples, wild 
grapes, hazel. In the forest grew at least three 
varieties of hickory nuts: walnuts were abundant. 
The great oaks furnished an endless supply of 
acorns — good food for people who knew how to 
prepare them. Ponds with beds of flags, rushes, 
and lotus furnished materials for mats, or seeds 
and tubers to increase or vary the food supply.
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The small, but very clear and quiet, river 
formed sandy beds for molluscs and deep pools 
for bass, pickerel, and channel catfish. Beaver 
too were at home along the river and the smaller 
streams, while the forests sheltered the passenger 
pigeon, the ruffed grouse, the wild turkey, the 
black bear, and the white-tailed deer. On the 
uplands behind the valley rim the elk and the bison 
grazed on the prairies. Any one who doubts the 
existence of this one-time faunal richness needs 
only to examine the contents of the old village 
refuse pits.
The three-hundred-foot hills, with their forest 
covering, were the best possible protection from 
winter winds, and of firewood for lodge and open 
fireplace there was a ready and never-failing 
supply. Great springs of clear cold water, the 
largest in Iowa, were numerous both along the 
Oneota and the beautiful tributaries that come in 
through deep ravines from north and south. On 
forest floor, on flood plain, and on prairie slope 
grew nearly all the wild flowers that once be­
longed to the flora of Iowa, these quite as neces­
sary to the happiness of our Indian predecessors 
as to us.
Such was the valley of the Oneota as the Indian 
knew it. In its major aspects the valley is much 
the same to-day. The doings of white men have
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indeed caused the waters of the little river to run 
less clear; most of the game fish have become 
scarce, and nearly all the larger game animals 
have disappeared; on cultivated areas and along 
the roadsides the native flora has largely vanished, 
replaced by the white man’s crops or the white 
man’s weeds. One feature of the Indian environ­
ment the white man has greatly magnified — the 
small cornfields of the Indian would be lost in 
the endless acres of maize that now cover most 
of the bottom lands.
But great hills with foundations of rock do not 
change fast; their forest and prairie coverings re­
main as they were for the good reason that their 
surfaces can produce nothing else. New men and 
new methods on terraces and bottom lands have 
little changed the total landscape. Some faunal 
and floral features that have vanished from most 
parts of Iowa remain here. The pink moccasin 
flower and the fringed gentian are still to be found 
in the forests; the cliff swallows, as of old, plaster 
their colonies against the faces of the vertical 
cliffs; with slow and quiet wing beat, the great 
pileated woodpecker frequently flew over our 
heads this summer as we worked on the sunny ter­
races; in the early morning those great black air­
planes, the turkey vultures, sometimes as many as 
seventeen at one time, soared gracefully above the
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hilltops. In spite of constant persecution, the 
banded rattlesnake, too, still holds his own on the 
rocky slopes of the Oneota hills. It adds zest 
to foot travel hereabout to know that one needs 
to watch his step or give heed to a warning whirr.
What did this magnificent valley of the Upper 
Iowa hold for us? We had behind us, of course, 
a considerable amount of experience and equip­
ment on which to make a forecast. Years of col­
lecting had shown the surface archaeology of the 
valley to be almost entirely Siouan. One might 
hunt the terraces for days and find nothing but 
the fragments of shell-tempered pottery, the little 
triangular arrowheads, and other markers known 
to have been developed by people of the far-flung 
Siouan stock. Some branch of this stock had 
certainly had its day along the Oneota.
Nevertheless, Mr. Orr s great collection from 
the Oneota contained a few specimens that set up 
a question mark. There were a number of rather 
large arrowheads and still larger spearheads that 
had notches at the base, forming tangs, shoulders, 
or barbs; there were a few grooved stone axes. 
These looked quite like the stone implements 
found in nearly all other parts of Iowa, but asso­
ciated regularly with pottery very different from 
that found on the terraces of the Oneota. The 
people who made grooved axes and barbed arrow­
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heads tempered their pottery with the sharp grit 
of granite pounded fine in a mortar, and decorated 
their earthen jars with the impressions of twisted 
cords. In over fifty years of collecting, Mr. Orr 
had found, indeed, a few bits of this grit-tempered 
pottery in the valley of the Oneota, enough in all 
to fill the hollow of one hand. Could the Siouan 
tradition possibly include notched arrowheads and 
grooved axes? Just a possibility, perhaps; but 
surely no range of Siouan ideas could include a 
pottery so different in all particulars from its own.
On this narrow basis, might we indulge the 
thought that perhaps Algonkian Indians too, the 
Indians of the Woodland, had once known the 
valley of the Upper Iowa? Could the evidence 
of their occupation lie hidden somewhere below 
the plow line or perhaps be tucked away in small 
timbered areas where the plow had never been? 
And what about the mounds? Three groups of 
twelve, thirty-two, and one hundred mounds each, 
originally impressive monuments but now nearly 
or quite leveled by some sixty years of cultivation, 
once stood as round-based tumuli on three fine 
terraces of the Oneota. In years past, curiosity 
seekers had done considerable desultory digging 
in these mounds, but the final verdict was that they 
contained little or nothing.
Had the last word been said about these

FROM A PHOTOGRAPH BY CHARLES R KEYES
T H E  U P P E R  IOWA RIVER
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mounds? If people of Algonkian stock once lived 
in this valley . . . well, the thought was more 
than intriguing, it was exciting! Siouan archae­
ology so covered the valley of the Upper Iowa 
that, if an Algonkian existed also, sufficient ex­
cavation should find it, and very possibly find it 
lying directly beneath the Siouan. Culture strati­
fication — the goal of every archaeologist! Up to 
1934 not a single case had ever come to light in 
Iowa. Always the old sites of the five prehistoric 
cultures known to have occupied Iowa lay in the 
same general plane, side by side frequently, but 
never superimposed. If one could only be found 
directly beneath the other, their time sequence 
would be established beyond any possibility of 
doubt. We could then say without reservation, 
“Thus, in this place, did nation succeed nation.”
Charles Reuben Keyes
Officially our organization for work on the 
Upper Iowa goes into the records as Federal 
Project 1047, Iowa State Planning Board Project 
9, Historic and Scenic Features. Board com­
mittee: Arthur E. Rapp, Council Bluffs, Chair­
man; Mrs. Grace Gilbert King, West Union; Mrs. 
H. S. Vincent, Fort Dodge. “Collection and 
assembling all available information on the historic 
and scenic resources of the state with a view to­
ward preservation and restoration and proper use 
by the people. This also includes supervision of 
certain unskilled work in excavating ancient vil­
lage sites and Indian mounds now threatened with 
destruction.” Personnel of 1047: Supervisor, 
Charles R. Keyes, Mt. Vernon; Assistant Super­
visor, Ellison Orr, Waukon; Field Worker, Fred 
Orr, Waukon; Field Worker, Harrison Toney, 
Waukon. In addition to these directors, Iowa 
Project 9 has an imposing list of technical ad­
visers. And besides Federal Project 1047, there 
were at the end of August twenty-four other 
projects and sub-projects in actual operation 
under the Iowa State Planning Board, Professor 
P. H. Elwood, Ames, Director-Consultant. With
Federal Project 1047
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all its complex organization, the Iowa State Plan­
ning Board is but a part of the organization for 
District 7, under the National Planning Board.
During Iowa’s hottest recorded summer we 
toiled steadily day after day on the terraces of 
the Upper Iowa. Our labors were very real. No 
running of a trench ever carried us beneath the 
trees. Those terraces are and have always been 
prairie remnants, treeless therefore, uplifted to the 
direct rays of the sun, exposed to relentless heat. 
Fortunately our Project started in early June and 
we gradually worked into it. By the end of the 
first month, when the worst began, we had become 
a hard-boiled lot. Rain or shine, no work day 
was ever missed, nor, when those record days of 
July and August were upon us, was a limp figure 
ever carried from our trenches to the shade. 
Weary and sweat-stained when the day’s work 
was done, some one always had enough life left 
to shout: “Well, boys, we didn’t get much done 
to-day, but we ll give er hell tomorrow.” This 
was a way they had of showing how well they 
liked their job.
Every Saturday night the County Relief En- 
gineer of Allamakee County, Mr. Lloyd D. 
Walter, had ready for us the work sheet for the 
following week. Such and such men were to be 
available on Monday, others on Tuesday, and
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so on through a work week of six days of eight 
hours each. No one man ever got more than 
three days of work in a single week, generally 
not over two, sometimes only one. Their com­
pensation was fixed at thirty cents an hour. Such 
an arrangement quite naturally raised doubts as 
to whether anything like an efficient working 
force, with a spirit of solidarity and enthusiasm, 
could possibly be evolved.
Our doubts were not allayed when, in that first 
week, we picked up our first assignments of hu­
man material. Two or three of the men were 
obviously past their days of most efficient labor; 
one was known to be well along in his seventies; 
one was a gassed world war soldier, rather short 
of breath; one wore numerous straps and braces 
to keep himself upright after an attack of infantile 
paralysis; others had ailments that would have 
caused their rejection from any contract job be­
fore their first day was done. And these men 
were expected to put in an eight-hour day mov­
ing earth with hand shovels! In asides to each 
other, Mr. Orr and I were inclined at first to 
question the good judgment and fairness of the 
Relief Engineer.
It is a pleasure to record here that our misgiv­
ings concerning the personnel assigned us were 
unfounded and that Mr. Walter not only did
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well by us initially but continued through the 
whole summer to supply us with a usable and 
effective force. Some of the men had used shovels 
all their lives, on railroads or in sand-pits, and had 
lost nothing of their technique. Nearly all were 
willing to learn and nearly all were strictly honest. 
On work such as ours this last quality was a prime 
consideration. Any man s shovel might at any 
time uncover an object of interest and value, and 
it was important that the supervisors should know 
of this find at once and that it should not slip into 
some workman’s pocket. It was important then 
that our men should also train their eyesight. 
Most of them learned to recognize the objects 
that called for scrutiny or preservation. They 
learned because they got interested in their work.
Gradually, as our men became adjusted to the 
kind of work for which they were best fitted, 
and as they came more and more to appreciate 
the meaning and method of archaeological pro­
cedure, our organization grew steadily in efficien­
cy and took on real esprit de corps. The spirits 
of the men rose and fell according to what they 
considered the success of our labors. During the 
entire summer only four men were assigned to us 
who were confirmed shirkers and withal so foul 
of mouth that the other men, not particularly 
squeamish themselves, resented their presence.
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Word sent in to the Relief Engineer resulted in 
the disappearance of the four names from the 
work sheets — after one of the four, in addition 
to being a non-worker, had proved to be light- 
fingered. These four were all young fellows, 
strange to say — or isn’t it?
As we settled into our work, we found the or­
ganization that produced the best results. Fred 
Orr, long experienced as an engineer and fore­
man in telephone construction work, took direct 
charge of the men who did the primary excavat­
ing; that is to say, the heavy work of opening up 
the trenches. It was his duty also to watch the 
vertical walls of his trenches and to clear fre­
quent horizontal cross sections, so as to note any 
changes of color or texture that might indicate 
approach to a feature that demanded a special 
technique. As the trenches sometimes reached a 
depth of six to eight feet, only the seasoned and 
physically most competent men could be used. 
A shovel with a five-foot handle was their effective 
digging tool. As all trenches were finally re­
filled, black earth on top, and then smoothed over 
(most of our work was done in cultivated fields, 
and it was desirable to keep the payment for dam­
ages to a minimum), the men less competent on 
account of any infirmity were used in making re­
fills or in handling the lighter hand sieves.
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Ellison Orr and I planned, of course, the vari­
ous points and methods of attack and were on 
hand to read, if possible, any story that might be 
hidden beneath the surface of mound or village 
site. We uncovered, with small hand trowels or 
brushes of various sizes, any features that needed 
to be studied as they lay: strange arrangements 
of limestone flags; the motley contents of a refuse 
pit, consisting of potsherds (they might possibly 
fit together to form a whole pot), bones of various 
animals; whole and broken implements; possibly 
a human burial, with or without accompanying 
objects; a deposit of flint implements, without any 
apparent associations. We made our notes; we 
took photographs; we preserved such specimens 
as were needed to back up the permanent records; 
we debated the problems presented by our finds 
in an effort to arrive at a reasonable interpreta­
tion. Mr. Orr alone was competent to make the 
necessary surveys. He ran levels on all the sites 
where we worked and tied up with the govern­
ment surveys all the trenches that we opened.
Our all-round pepster should also be given his 
due, the man with the perfect memory for every 
good joke he ever heard, the man with the hearty 
laugh and the capacity for turning every situation 
into real good fun. Harrison Toney was worth 
keeping around just as a reviver of spirits, though
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in addition to this he was the careful driver of 
one of our two cars and an equally careful exca­
vator after delivering his passengers and unload­
ing the jingling tools from the trailer.
Numerically our organization was never a large 
one: it could hardly have been so in our type of 
work and still have been efficient. Ordinarily we 
picked up three or four men at the city hall; occa­
sionally we had as many as six or seven; a few 
times only, through error or some unexpected 
happening, we got down to one. July 5th was 
a rather bad day. One of the ‘boys'’ got glori­
ously drunk on the Fourth and was unable to 
appear — rather sheepishly — until the sixth. 
We forgave him. He was a good workman all 
summer, with only this one lapse. As the men 
assigned us were in addition to the four regulars, 
we had thus a working force that was never under 
five men and never over eleven. During the sum­
mer we moved a total of about four thousand 
cubic yards of earth, all with hand tools, and 
slightly over one hundred of these were put 
through small sieves with a half-inch mesh. We 
are quite willing to have these figures analysed 
by those who understand this type of excavation. 
And they may remember, or not, that our work 
was done in the summer of 1934.
Charles Reuben Keyes
In the Day’s Work
No better alarm clock is needed for Waukon 
than the big bell of St. Patrick’s. By tolling 
slowly at first, it breaks the news gently that it is 
now six o’clock in the morning. Then with both 
speed and volume increased it proclaims the 
necessity and duty of a new day of labor. Six 
o’clock! That leaves an hour yet before a little 
group of bronzed men, dinner pails in hand, will 
be waiting for us on the sidewalk in front of the 
city hall. Then over gravel or pavement our 
cars can carry us to any part of Allamakee County 
before the hour hand points to eight.
It was the eleventh of June when the valley of 
the Upper Iowa first opened up before us as we 
drove northward, over Primary Road 13, toward 
the New Galena mound group, situated on a fine 
seventy-foot terrace of about twenty acres, a half 
mile west of the new iron bridge over the Oneota. 
Rising in the angle where the river runs north, 
then east, the terrace is buttressed on the south 
by a high bluff and faces high bluffs and cliffs 
to the west and north. To the east there is a 
distant view down the river.
Protected then, and yet open, it was an area
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of primary importance to ancient man, and 
numerous are the evidences of his activities. Vil­
lage refuse of the usual Siouan type is found scat­
tered over the surface. The mounds were origin­
ally thirty-two in number and some of them were 
quite imposing structures, five feet in height and 
forty to fifty feet in diameter. Fortunately Mr. 
Orr surveyed and platted them a quarter of a 
century ago, when they were in much better con­
dition. To-day, after many years of cultivation, 
only fifteen mounds can be identified, and the 
largest of these are so flattened out that they 
scarcely reach an elevation of two feet. With 
their present diameter of from seventy to eighty 
feet, they might easily escape notice.
Search over the surface of several of the 
mounds, on which the young corn was receiving 
its first cultivation, revealed the presence of 
broken bits of human bone. The owner informed 
us that he had plowed out of a mound the year 
before some bones and fragments of an Indian 
pottery vessel. The pieces of pottery saved had 
been lost or given away. On request he took us 
to the spot, where we found a few pieces of bone 
and a potsherd. The latter was shell-tempered 
Siouan ware, the same as elsewhere on the terrace.
Making the best guess we could as to the 
original center of one of the larger mounds, we
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staked out a thirty-foot square on this focus and 
sub-divided this into thirty-six smaller squares, 
five by five feet each. Beginning on the south, 
the rows were numbered from south to north and, 
beginning on the west, they were lettered from 
west to east. Thus a letter and a number in the 
southwest corner of any square designated its 
position in the mound. A 1 was the square in the 
southwest corner of the excavation, and D 4 was 
the estimated center of the mound. Work began 
on trench one for the good reason that shadows 
fall northward in our hemisphere and therefore, 
if photographs are needed, one may avoid on a 
sunny day the presence of black shadows. The 
men were distributed along trench one, earth from 
square A 1 being thrown west, that from F 1 east, 
that from B 1 to E 1 to the south. Succeeding 
trenches were handled in the same general way, 
after the necessary observations had been made.
It was only the middle of the first forenoon, 
and Ed McCormick was removing his second 
spading from the northeast corner of C 1. Klink! 
The sound of steel against flint was not to be 
mistaken. Mr. Orr bent over and carefully 
brushed the earth away from the specimen. For­
tunately it wasn’t broken. A beautiful seven-inch 
knife of white, pink, and purple flint, chipped with 
unusual skill, had been laid in the mound flat with
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its point toward the south. One thing only was 
clear, and that was that the knife was of a Siouan 
type, without any very definite associations. We 
were to read that story more clearly a little later.
As we worked northward through the mound, 
the superficial spadings kept producing scattered 
fragments of human bones, an occasional potsherd 
of shell-tempered pottery, small lenses and specks 
of red ochre. Quite puzzling at first. As the day 
neared its close, we encountered a feature that 
seemed more in order. Our vertical sections had 
consistently shown two and a half feet of mottled, 
black mound soil and below this the undisturbed 
sand and gravel of the terrace. About midway 
of trench three our sections showed a low dome 
of gravel uplifted into the black soil of the mound, 
eighteen inches high in the center and running 
across D 3. To the left in C 3 a corresponding 
depression of black soil started downward into 
the gravel and ran across the five-foot section. It 
was five o’clock, time to clean tools and begin our 
return journey to Waukon. “Tomorrow morning 
early we are to find out who built that mound”, 
we said.
Lulls arose in the conversation as Mr. Orr and 
I drove along the New Galena road next morn­
ing. Suddenly Mr. Orr remarked: “1 11 bet my 
old hat those mounds are Siouan.”
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“All the evidence to date is with you, sir“, I 
replied. So we didn’t bet. Instead we planned 
to work carefully downward into that pit below 
the floor of the mound, the gravel from which the 
makers had thrown out in a pile to the east.
It is realized fully, of course, that this is not 
the place where any perfectly-constructed story 
should reach a climax. Nevertheless, an account 
that contains climax and anti-climax, varied by a 
period or two of deep depression, will correspond 
much more truly with the experience of a summer 
of actual archaeological research. It just hap­
pened that one of our climaxes came the second 
day. Very appropriately, however, our greatest 
thrill of the season did come at the summer’s close.
With our stout little hand trowels, we worked 
down through the tough black soil. Embedded in 
this, and resting on the terrace gravel two feet 
and a half below the base of the mound, human 
bones were encountered. They were packed in 
close together, clearly deposited in a sort of bundle 
as we found them. This was not the remains of 
an original burial.
“You would have lost your hat, wouldn’t you, 
Mr. Orr?”
“It looks like it ”, he replied, “but we need to 
find some pieces of pottery to make this a sure 
case.”
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We were working on opposite sides of the 
ossuary. "A pot!" said Mr. Orr, "it may be a 
whole one!"
About two more hours of work sufficed to un­
cover Algonkian deposits of very special interest. 
Five skulls and some fifty long bones had been 
laid in along two sides of the four-by-five-foot 
rectangular pit. Very few of the smaller bones 
were present. Wedged in between the row of 
skulls and some long bones lay a pottery bowl, 
complete, and so little checked by the weight of 
earth above it that it could be removed in only 
twenty pieces. Very fortunate, indeed!
Pottery vessels have been restored from ten 
times as many fragments. No experienced archae­
ologist expects to recover undamaged a piece of 
pottery made by the people of the Woodland. 
With its grit tempering, granular texture, and 
light firing, it is too brittle. What it lacks in 
stability, however, it makes up in richness of 
decoration. Our little bowl was decorated over 
its entire surface with stamped, punctate, and 
incised designs. Two hemispherical copper "but­
tons", with holes drilled on opposite margins, 
were also laid in as further offerings. Secondary 
burials, pottery bowl, copper ornaments, all told 
the same story — Woodland culture, Hope- 
wellian phase.
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The New Galena terrace held us for a total of 
ten days. Mounds 2, 3, and 8 contained second­
ary burials only; Mound 4, in addition to an 
ossuary of unusual size, furnished the fragments 
of part of a large pottery vessel, the pieces laid 
in as one would stack chinaware, and two perfor­
ated canines of the black bear. Nothing more 
was needed to establish the Algonkian origin of 
the New Galena mound group. The measure of 
our good fortune may be judged from the fact 
that ordinarily Woodland mounds contain second­
ary burials of a few bones only, without artifacts. 
Two mounds out of five explored on this site had 
produced ancient handiwork of three different 
types in as many different materials.
It remained only to make a reasonable inter­
pretation of the fragments of human bones found 
on and about the mounds. This was easy after 
making the little find contained in the top of the 
last mound excavated. Lying just two inches be­
low the plow line lay an undisturbed primary 
burial. On account of its nearness to the surface, 
there was little left of the skeleton; fragments of 
skull, however, of the two femurs, and of the 
two tibia, all lying in their natural position, made 
clear an original interment, extended straight on 
the back. The fragments of a shell-tempered 
pottery vessel at the right knee, the flint knife at
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the left thigh (quite similar to the one found dur­
ing our first forenoon's work), the fourteen tri­
angular arrowheads at the left knee, all testified 
to the burial here of a rather important man of 
Siouan stock. Another season or two of culti­
vation, and bones and pottery and flint would 
have been scattered over the terrace.
The reader has already, perhaps, made his in­
terpretations. A people of Algonkian stock first 
used the New Galena terrace as a sacred area 
where they built the mounds and beneath these, 
gathered from the primary burials elsewhere, de­
posited a few bones of their dead, in a few cases 
laying in with these bones a few examples of their 
handicraft. The Algonkians did not live among 
their mounds. For reasons as yet unknown they 
left this region and a very different people, a 
people of Siouan stock, came in, lived here, and 
made occasional burials of their dead, according 
to their own peculiar manner, in the tops of the 
little hillocks so conveniently at hand. Other 
centuries passed, the Siouans moved out, and a 
third people moved into the valley of the Upper 
Iowa. These people did not build houses on the 
terrace, but they raised crops there and their iron 
plows tore down the mounds and scattered the 
intrusive burials over the surface. Algonkian be­
neath Siouan, both beneath the plow and the trac-


tor of the white man. For the archaeologist it 
meant a perfect case of culture stratification.
On the left bank of the Oneota, four miles be­
low the New Galena bridge, stands the Elephant, 
a detached hill that resembles a great pachyderm 
lying down, with forelegs stretched out in front. 
This lower portion is a little half-acre terrace, 
bordered by red cedars and oaks. Years ago 
some interesting Siouan burials were found on its 
southern point. We ought to spend a day there 
and find out the meaning, we thought.
More than a week passed, and we were still 
laboring beneath the head of the Elephant. Some 
primary Siouan burials had been studied, but the 
unsolved mystery was the frequent occurrence of 
fragments of Woodland pottery in the trenches 
that uncovered these Siouan bones. There was 
nothing to do but run a five-foot trench entirely 
across the little bench and sieve all the earth that 
came out of it. The net result? Hundreds of 
Algonkian potsherds; quarts of chips and flakes 
of flint, quartzite, and chalcedony; clam shells and 
animal bones; fireplaces and fireplace stones; 
many notched, shouldered, and barbed arrow­
heads; and Mike Connors’s shovel threw into Ed 
McCormick’s sieve a fine grooved stone ax.
Again we had encountered a superimposition of 
cultures, but this time Siouan burials thrust
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straight into an Algonkian village site. Our 
trench was carried throughout its length down to 
bed-rock, two feet and a half at the lower end, 
six feet at the upper. Village refuse of the Algon- 
kians extended to the very bottom. How long 
had these Algonkians lived here? Given the local 
conditions of soil building, we wondered whether 
any geologist would venture an estimate much 
under two or three thousand years!
We entered our depression period when we 
moved over to the Mississippi and started work 
on the Harpers Ferry terrace. This ancient sand­
bar of the Mississippi, quite similar to the Prairie 
du Chien, but smaller, about three-quarters of a 
mile wide and nearly three miles long, was the 
location, fifty years ago, of the largest group of 
Indian mounds ever built on the American con­
tinent. When cultivation deprived the mounds 
of their protective covering of prairie grasses, 
however, their sandy structure favored their swift 
obliteration, so that, in 1934, only about twenty 
mounds could still be located out of the original 
nine hundred conicals, linears, and effigies. It 
seemed as if we should try to determine the author­
ship of these mounds before the Great Group 
finally disappeared.
It was late July, and we had spent four days 
of hard work on a single large mound on the
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“prairie ”. A rectangular enclosure of heavy 
limestone flags had appeared, within them three 
fragments of human bone, and outside the enclo­
sure a sadly-crushed pottery vessel and a single 
arrowhead. Though quite satisfactory to Mr. 
Orr and me, the results of so much digging were 
not sufficient to keep the spirits of our men from 
drooping. They wanted to “find something“, 
something real, not just flagstones and potsherds.
Then too the summer’s heat had gradually 
climbed to its maximum. Linder the maple trees 
in Mr. Valley’s farm-yard it registered a hundred 
and five. What it was in the trenches out on 
the sandy terrace, in the full sunshine, we happily 
never knew. Reports from the great government 
locks in construction just two miles across the 
river to the east, whence came all day the thump- 
thump of pile-drivers and the chug-chug of don­
key engines, did not help very much. “Twelve 
men ‘went down’ yesterday’’, was the report, 
“and fifteen the day before”. I was for suspend­
ing operations to await a change of weather, but 
my men were of a different opinion.
“Watch your men this afternoon, Fred“, I 
advised. The suggestion was superfluous, for 
Fred Orr always knew how his men were getting 
along. His emergency kit was always in the 
trailer too, and he knew how to use it. Toward
350 THE PALIMPSEST
three o’clock he noticed that Ed’s face was un­
usually red and Mike’s hands trembled slightly.
Go over to the trees and see how many birds 
you can count”, he commanded. The men stood 
their shovels against the trench wall and obeyed. 
In ten minutes they were back again. There had 
never been anything in their training that sug­
gested rest in the shade during work hours.
“We troid to count thim”, said Mike, “but oil 
the burrds we cud see was thorty-wan torkeys 
and wan auld hin. Their shovels were soon 
moving in the usual steady rhythm. What a loss 
it will be to this country when the older genera­
tion of Irish shall have disappeared!
Our depression would have been still deeper 
if we had known then that Ed had laid down his 
shovel for the last time. That night he received 
word to report to the University Hospital for 
treatment of a long-standing ailment. In the 
morning he was on his way. Next day the opera­
tion intended to save his life proved unavailing. 
Ten days later Mr. Orr and I attended the early- 
morning services in St. Patrick’s and listened 
with profound regret to the Dominus Vobiscum 
and the final Requiescat. Everybody liked Ed.
Two weeks and a half of labor in the burning 
heat of late July and early August had netted us 
a few photographs; a considerable number of pot-
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sherds and pieces of charcoal; records of flag­
stone structures, fireplaces and secondary burials; 
a few implements of flint. Not much space was 
needed in which to stow it all away, but we be­
lieved we had established the Algonkian origin 
of the Great Group of Indian mounds. As at 
New Galena, there was no village refuse left by 
the people who built the mounds. The whole 
prairie was a place for ceremonies and of monu­
ments devoted only to the dead.
On August 7th we took up work again in the 
valley of the Upper Iowa, beginning operations 
on the old Lane Farm terrace, some four miles 
below the Elephant. This terrace of about sixty 
acres had figured in American archaeology for 
over half a century, and from the first, therefore, 
we were anxious to test out the findings of the 
Bureau of American Ethnology party that made 
excavations here in the fall of 1882. The Bureau, 
organized under the direction of the Smithsonian 
Institution, published their account in its Fifth 
Annual Report. In 1934, in order to avoid the 
payment of excessive damages, we had to post­
pone work on the Lane terrace until the oats crop 
was off and the owner had time to decide whether 
his new field of alfalfa was worth saving.
Fifty years ago a large circular enclosure with 
an interior ditch stood on the north half of the
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Lane terrace, and a mound field of more than a 
hundred mounds on the south. Apparently these 
were intact when Colonel Norris and his men 
started work upon them. Cyrus Thomas, who 
wrote up the results of Norris’s work, thought 
that two different “tribes” might have lived on 
the circle area, but that evidence for only one was 
found on the mound area.
In August and September of the present year, 
we had almost level fields on which to do our 
excavating. The circle was barely discernible, 
and only sixteen mounds could be distinguished 
at all, some of these only a few inches high. 
Siouan village refuse was scattered over the entire 
terrace. Trenches across the circle area showed 
this to be entirely Siouan. Excavations of six of 
the mounds revealed Siouan intrusive primary 
burials, as at New Galena, and beneath these the 
secondary burials of the Algonkians who built 
the mounds. A sufficient number of Algonkian 
artifacts with these original deposits made our 
conclusions inescapable. These results of ours, 
just the reverse of those put forward by our prede­
cessors, do not constitute a bit of unkindly criti­
cism. American archaeological criteria were 
almost unknown a half century ago, and archae­
ological method had hardly taken its first step. 
Colonel Norris had not gone deeply enough be-
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neath the surface or he had not recognized the 
markers of the two cultures involved.
Late in August pressure of paper work and 
other matters called the writer in from the field. 
Mr. Orr, with the usual force of men except for 
Ed McCormick, continued the exploration of the 
Lane Farm terrace. Very appropriately it fell to 
this pioneer archaeologist of the Oneota Valley 
to make the season s greatest find. He was direct­
ing the excavation of Mound 13, superficially the 
least promising of all the mounds we had explored. 
It had an elevation of six inches above the sur­
rounding field. At depths of two and two and a 
half feet below the natural surface, three second­
ary burials of bundled bones were encountered. 
With the first no deposit had been made; with the 
second was a fine Algonkian pottery vessel, 
badly crushed, but capable of restoration; beside 
the third stood two little Woodland pots, deli­
cately decorated, beautiful of form, and as per­
fect as when they were placed in the ground 
many centuries ago.
Even steady Mr. Orr, never carried off his 
feet by any passing event, underlined the word 
two when he reported to me his find. No won­
der! Any worker in the field of Algonkian ar­
chaeology would consider himself fortunate to 
recover, after weeks of excavation, all the frag-
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ments of a single crushed Woodland vessel. 
How these two came to remain whole is a good 
deal of a mystery, for clearly they had for some 
years been well above the frost line. Without 
a scratch or damage of any kind, Mr. Orr re­
moved them from the hard earth with which they 
were surrounded and with which they were filled.
As the days shortened toward the autumnal 
equinox, it was the writer’s privilege to spend 
two more days with his good men on the Upper 
Iowa. Retrospect was bound to mingle with the 
joy of the passing moment. What an enormous 
amount of honest working power might society 
have left beside the road during the summer of 
1934! How fortunate for the workers and for 
us, at least, that tools were placed in idle hands! 
What a beautiful valley this, and how hard it is 
to leave it! The temperature had dropped during 
the night almost to the frost-producing level. The 
valleys of both the Oneota and the Mississippi 
were filled with fog banks that rolled and shifted 
and drifted — while the green hills towered 
above.
Charles Reuben Keyes
Comment by the Editor
L E S T  A L L  B E  L O S T
To the pious Citizen, content with the things 
of the present, the thought of ransacking ancient 
places for relics of a departed race was shocking. 
The book of life was closed by the Mound 
Builders thousands of years ago. They placed 
their dead in hallowed ground. By patient toil 
and with infinite care, they raised earthen monu­
ments as symbols of faith and devotion. What 
was thus finished in the past, proclaimed the Citi­
zen with an air of finality, let no man resurrect.
Seriously the Mentor considered the attitude of 
the Citizen of good intentions but superficial 
judgment. Accustomed to searching the records 
of antiquity for lessons of civilization, he held 
the archaeologist in high esteem. Like the physi­
cist who inquires into the laws of nature, or the 
geologist who reads the story of creation in the 
rocks, the student of prehistoric peoples must open 
the fragmentary books that are closed to all who 
can not decipher a language not of words.
Curious but untutored collectors, in their quest 
for trophies, reflected the Mentor, destroy the 
treasuries they despoil, and do not understand
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the significance of what they find. Moreover, 
cultivation has all but obliterated the thousands 
of ancient mounds that once proclaimed the exist­
ence of primitive man in the woodlands and 
prairies of Iowa. The plow and harrow have 
wantonly scattered the bones of that disregarded 
race.
For confirmation of his opinion, the Mentor 
turned to one who could speak with authority. 
“The mounds yield much information concerning 
the Indian and most of the best-preserved handi­
work of our pre-Columbian inhabitants“, ex­
plained Professor Keyes. “But property rights 
have been held very sacred in our country and 
there has been no power to preserve these anti­
quities or protect them from the desultory search 
of relic hunters. The object of the scientific ex­
ploration of a few mounds this summer was to 
secure invaluable archaeological information about 
to be lost forever.“
The Citizen of enlightened piety, observed the 
Mentor, may well be grateful to the Federal gov­
ernment and the State of Iowa for sponsoring the 
excavation of certain “ancient village sites and 
Indian mounds now threatened with destruction.“ 
The work has already produced some of the most 
significant discoveries in American archaeology.
J. E. B.
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